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Abstract
A lack of public education in downtown areas is causing a lack of diversity in urban populations.
Because families with young children perceive that they must retreat to the suburbs for quality public schooling, downtown populations are largely limited to young professionals and empty nesters.
Inviting families with children to the city through the provision of quality public education will improve cities economically and socially. The economic improvement comes simply through number
of residents and increased tax revenues. The social benefits are increased safety, vibrancy, stability, and civic engagement. Safety comes through “eyes on the street,” an idea from Jane Jacobs in
The Life and Death of Great American Cities. Because there are people on the streets and people
watching the streets there is less fear of crime and a feeling of greater safety. Vibrancy and stability
are achieved through keeping residents for an entire life cycle who will be active in civic functions.
To bring the school into the urban condition, it must be re-imagined as a school/community center,
a place that supports the children’s education, varied community members, and a program beyond
the typical 8:00 a.m. – 3:00 p.m. school day. I propose four key ways this urban school will fulfill
the needs of a diverse urban population. The first, BOND, focuses on education and advancement
through interaction. The next, MOVE, addresses designing spaces in support of physical activity
that adds to the program outside of the typical elementary school program. The third is CARE,
promoting the education and development of the children. The last, GROW, entails protecting the
future through a safe and sustainable design.
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01_Proposal
Introduction
A lack of quality public education is forcing many young families out of cities and into the suburbs
and deterring others from even considering city living. Keeping these residents in and attracting
new residents to cities will lead to better cities both economically and socially. One key way to do
this is to invest further in existing education and add new education facilities within cities. The strategic implementation of public education in cities will lead to economic growth through a larger tax
base and social stability through active parents and strong community ties.
The obvious reason why cities do not provide education is because of its cost. They instead focus
their investments primarily on commerce and tourism. My belief is that this is because of the more
apparent payback from these compared to the payback that comes from education. Furthermore,
because the cost can be attributed directly to a particular demographic, families with children, the
payback appears even less because the revenue from taxes comes from an even smaller group
and, worse yet, from a demographic that has less disposable income.
The assertion that schools are a costly provision has some validity, though there are many aspects
missing from this argument. Many benefits of bringing the demographic of families with children
into the city are social in nature. Families promote social qualities of safety, vibrancy, and stability.
Many of these social characteristics have financial impacts though they are very difficult to quantify
accurately. The key to bringing quality public education into the city is to look differently at how
education and families in cities are valued and how public schools in cities are programmed and
designed to bring greater value for cities. Further, patience must be exercised as these benefits
will take several years to be seen.

Economic Improvement
The economic impacts of urban schools are not easily quantifiable. There is an obvious expense
1

in building new or renovating existing school facilities, maintaining them over their life, and running them, including teacher and faculty salaries and benefits. Additionally, they can often be more
expensive comparatively because of the potential land value versus suburban land. It seems that
urban schools have been neglected because they can be more easily accommodated in the suburbs. Though it is not the easy route, it is worth investing in for the greater good of the future of
the city.
In a survey of 900 planners by the American Planning Association gauging attitudes toward family
friendly communities, 53% of respondents thought that most families do not generate sufficient tax
revenue to cover the cost of services they demand while 19% were neutral and 28% disagreed
(Israel and Warner 2008). Some of the variance in responses could be because education policy
falls under the umbrella state and local governments who can have radically different approaches
but it also suggests that there is complexity to the issue. A similar opinion is rendered in an article
comparing the costs and benefits of a population increase in singles versus families in Washington
D.C. The authors conclude:

The family strategy puts more stress on the city’s budget than the adult strategy. These
families may not have earnings as high as the families without children, and they require
more public services. The costs of improving the schools, subsidizing housing and
providing other services would add up to considerably more than the additional revenue
brought in by increased income, sales and property taxes attributable to middle-income
families (Rivlin and O’Cleireacain 2001).
Comparatively, singles and couples without kids would represent a significant increase in revenue.
“Our calculations indicate that if the city’s population of middle- and upper-income singles and
childless couples increased by 50,000, the net annual increase in the District’s revenues would be
in the neighborhood of $300 million” (Rivlin and O’Cleireacain 2001).
Though an obvious argument can be made against families because of their cost, several evidences exist to suggest that the benefits of families offset their cost in other ways. First, the same study
2

that suggested planners believed that the tax revenue of families did not outweigh their costs suggested families have several
other benefits that are less quantifiable. Ninety-seven percent
of planners agreed that families are important to community
growth, sustainability, and diversity; 78% agreed that families
are the most likely population group to reinvest in their commu-

Figure 1: Battle Academy In
Chattanooga, TN
Image Source: Hamilton County
Department of Education

nity through time, money, and other forms of civic engagement;
97% agreed that families represent a valuable consumer population; and 90% agreed that communities that keep people for
the whole life cycle (children, single adults, parents, seniors) are
more vibrant (Israel and Warner 2008). These statistics suggest

Figure 2: Brown Academy in
Chattanooga, TN
Image Source: Hamilton County
Department of Education

that families have significant long-term impacts on communities
that are difficult, if not impossible, to define monetarily. Secondly,
families spend the most in the local economy (Warner and BaranRees 2012). “Cities which retain families with children enjoy both
higher earners and higher spenders and this helps explain the
stronger economic performance of these communities (Reese
2012). Lastly, it is important to question whether or not the tax
burden should fall completely on the shoulders of the families.
There is certainly gain for commercial and industrial uses within
the city and, in most cases, for singles and families without kids
(Warner and Baran-Rees 2012). In some cases the private sector has seen the benefits of downtown schools and stepped up
to help make them happen. This was the case in Chattanooga
as their plan to build a second downtown school did not fit into
the budget of The Department of Education. Through two $4 million pledges the school was built. This interest has come from
companies like Volkswagen who see the value of an educated
work force to their business and are willing to put in the funds
3

necessary to help education prosper. In addition, the land for Brown Academy was donated by the
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga with an enlightened self-interest. “The university was willing to dedicate its property to Brown Academy because its officials see both elementary schools
providing field experience as part of the university’s educational program” (Kreyling 2002).
A final aspect of cost is the difference between suburban and urban schools. It has already been
mentioned that the initial costs of an urban school are likely to be greater than that of a suburban
school, however, there are many strategies to alleviate this. First and foremost, urban schools
must utilize their existing infrastructure and civic buildings. “Schools located adjacent to or within
neighborhoods cut down on the funds needed for infrastructure such as roads, water, sewers,
and utilities” (Miles et. al. 2011). It is also important to take advantage of existing civic amenities.
For example, there is little sense in putting a library in a school where one already exists in the
community. It is crucial to do an inventory of existing civic amenities and utilize them to their fullest. Secondly, urban sites offer advantages over suburban sites. One such advantage is lower
maintenance costs for grounds because the site is usually significantly smaller. Also, there is often
already a grounds staff in place that can accommodate this. Lastly, the increase in children walking and biking to school and using public transportation could eliminate the need for a bus system.

Social Implications
Much like the economic impacts of families, the social impacts are most valuable when seen over
the long-term. Crime in cities, though decreasing, is still much more prevalent than in the suburbs. Research by The Brookings Institute showed a gap of 1,000 violent crimes and nearly 2,000
property crimes per 100,000 residents between the city and the suburbs (Kneebone and Raphael
2011). Jane Jacobs gives a less statistical but no less appropriate analysis in her The Death and
Life of Great American Cities:

[A]nd here we get down to the first problem, if a city’s streets are safe from barbarism and
fear, the city is thereby safe from barbarism and fear. When people say that a city, or a
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part of it, is dangerous or is a jungle what they mean primarily is that they do not feel safe
on the sidewalks.
But sidewalks and those who use them are not passive beneficiaries of safety or helpless
victims of danger. Sidewalks, their bordering uses, and their users, are active participants
in the drama of civilization versus barbarism in cities. To keep the city safe is a fundamental
task of a city’s streets and its sidewalks. (Jacobs 1961)
Families and schools play a key role in this by providing for two of Jacob’s three assertions for
safety. “[T]here must be eyes upon the street, eyes belonging to those we might call the natural
proprietors of the street” and “the sidewalk must have users on it fairly continuously, both to add
to the number of effective eyes on the street and to induce the people in buildings along the street
to watch the sidewalks in sufficient numbers” (Jacobs 1961). Families and schools do not do this
alone but do naturally bring eyes and activity to the streets. Children walking to school, playing
on the sidewalks or in neighborhood parks, and families taking an evening walk are common examples that will bring the safety in numbers that Jacob’s advocates.
As mentioned when discussing economic effects, planners have high expectations for the impact
of families on communities. An overwhelming 97% thought families are important to community
growth, sustainability, and diversity; 90% thought communities that keep people for the whole life
cycle (children, single adults, parents, seniors) are more vibrant; and 78% thought families are the
most likely population group to reinvest in their community through time, money, and other forms
of civic engagement (Israel and Warner 2008). All of these point to families and schools being
important to establishing community pride. This pride does not stop at the families but spreads
to all community members whether residents or businesses. Schools are a key place for this to
happen as it provides opportunity for civic engagement. This engagement happens through both
school activities and community activities centered around the school. Examples of this could be
a Christmas play or concert, a knitting group that meets at the school, or night classes offered to
advance adult education.

5

Inherent Sustainability
An important reason for bringing schools and residents to urban areas is the inherent sustainable
qualities. What’s more, these qualities are also cost saving. “Schools sited to maximize walking
and cycling to school or riding mass transit can reduce the need for school buses and therefore
cut down on school transportation expenses. They also reduce the acreage needed for parking
lots and therefore decrease land costs.” (Miles et. al. 2011) In addition, the all important queuing
line that takes up so much space for such limited use can be significantly reduced if not done away
with. This reduces stormwater runoff, the heat island effect, and air pollution just to name a few.
This is not even considering the sustainable qualities that the building itself might feature.
It is also important to see a domino effect that is starting to take place. The number of students
walking, biking, and using mass transit and the hope that their parents are doing the same on their
way to work allows the city to direct less of its infrastructure spending on roads and more of it on
sidewalks and mass transit. This is not just for the school system to use but for all residents and
workers and connects the entire city increasing the viability of the city and its schools.
Finally, values of a sustainable lifestyle are taught and seen on a daily basis. This is not to say that
children in suburbs don’t learn about sustainability, but that children in cities have the opportunity
to live in many ways that suburban children do not. If the characteristics of sustainable urban living
become instilled as values rather than knowledge they become much more likely to be carried into
adulthood. Some examples of this are life without a car through public transportation and walking
and efficient use of land and resources like enjoying a public pool rather than needing a multitude
of private pools. Instilling these values in children can lead to a much more sustainable future.

Conclusion
Schools are a considerable expense for the city, but this expense can be seen as an investment.
If the immediate returns are the only ones considered, the investment is certainly not a good one.
However, when investigating further the long-term effects, an educated workforce, safe streets, a
diverse population, and active and engaged residents, the benefits become difficult to ignore.
6

02_Architectural Implications
Introduction
After considering the economic, social, and sustainable effects
that families and urban schools have on a community, several
strategies for a successful urban school emerge. These strategies include incorporating urban design principles in the school’s
architecture, providing a source of community pride and identity, implementing an active and year round program, being
conscious of space, including parents in daily activities, and
designing for sustainability. It must accomplish all of this while
pragmatically functioning like a school.

Urban Architecture
The school’s design will be crucial to its success in providing

Figure 3: Courtade Elementary School
in Traverse City, MI
Image Source: TCAPS Elementary
Schools

community pride, utilizing space well, accommodating security concerns, and addressing sustainability, but also fitting in
its urban context. Suburban schools, much like the Courtade
Elementary School pictured above, are significantly different
from the buildings you expect to see in urban areas. If this model
were to be placed into an urban context it would fail on many
levels. As a contrast, the LearningSpring School in New York
has materiality and scale that are consistent to that around it and
it provides a human scale with its lower overhang much like the
buildings that surround it do with canopies, but addresses the
street with an opacity that identifies it as something unlike the
retail and residential buildings in the area. This is an outstanding

Figure 4: LearningSpring School in New
York, NY
Image Source: Frederick Charles
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example of the crucial integration of the design into the urban context as well as meeting other
goals such as community identity, security, and sustainability.

Community Pride
Providing community pride and identity may begin with design and context but it must go further.
The school must spur community members to be involved with the school and the community. This
can be realized in two distinct ways. The first is using the school facility to provide for community
activities. This is inclusive of the building as well as parking facilities, green space, and more. The
second approach is for the school to utilize existing amenities in the community and enhance them
through their presence. This might be a library, athletic fields, or whatever a community has to offer. Using this space is important in making the school more viable economically but the impact
of it in the community is also very important. Anything to blur the line between the school and the
community is key to getting the community involved and supportive of the school.

Conscious Use of Space
Suburban schools are built on very large pieces of land, typically 10–13 acres, with much of the
land being unused left for the potential of future expansion. Further, the school is designed as a
compound to include everything a student needs for their education with any existing amenities off
site playing no part in the planning of a school. The utilization of existing infrastructure and planned
use for every square foot on the site are means of being conscious of the space constraints of
urban areas. Space cannot be used like it is in suburban contexts with acres upon acres of athletic
fields and single-story “sprawl” like the Courtade Elementary School pictured previously. Instead
careful consideration must be given to the footprint of the building and how it can function like a
school while utilizing the site to the fullest and incorporating multi-purpose and off-site space.
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Safety
Another key aspect to successful urban schools is safety. Though this is somewhat contradictory
to the goal of providing community pride, it is a must in all education spaces. This is a more challenging venture than faced by suburban schools because promoting community involvement is so
important, more people are on the streets in urban areas than in suburban areas, and some functions might be held outside of the school facility to accommodate the space scarcity mentioned
above. All of these unique circumstances must be dealt with delicately to give parents confidence
in their child’s safety and to not disconnect the school from its community members.

Sustainability
A final way that the urban school must set itself apart is sustainability. This is not only a matter of
a sustainable building design, but sustainability in terms of its urban condition. Most significantly,
this comes in embracing alternative transportation. A community that values pedestrian and bicycle traffic over vehicular traffic and a school that responds accordingly. Promoting such modes
of transit through design, i.e. bike racks, bike lanes, and well maintained sidewalks, is important to
the success of an urban school. In addition to these modes of transportation, public transit is crucial. Public transit is made more feasible economically by having more residents but ensuring that
they are utilized is also important. This comes largely through proper siting of the school to best
utilize any and all avenues of public transit, i.e. bus, light rail, street car, etc. This concept is also
important to the requirement for space consciousness. Fewer cars means fewer parking spaces
and elimination of the queuing line that takes up so much space and additionally contributes to the
heat island effect. All of these sustainable features help to set the urban school apart and create a
successful environment for learning.

Active Program
One of the biggest differences between urban and suburban living is the amount of activity. In general, suburban life slows as the work day ends and families join for dinner. Urban living does not
9

follow this same trend as activities in restaurants, bars, and other activities continue into the night.
Suburban schools are no different. With the exception of a Friday night football game or a limited
number of other nighttime activities the school is vacant from late afternoon until school begins the
next morning. Further, the school is predominately vacant during weekends and throughout the
summer.
This type of program would be a detriment to an urban area. Therefore, the urban school must be
designed to accommodate an 18 hour per day and year-round program. This includes after-school,
weekend, evening, and summer activities. These activities could include day care, gymnastics and
other development activities for small children, night classes for adults, community meetings, and
much more.

Parent Involvement
Education is currently a key political topic. One of several objectives that is being stressed is involving parents in education. This is something that, in my opinion, urban schools can inherently
do much better than suburban schools. With the norm of two-income families and the most significant concentrations of jobs located in the city, parents will likely be closer to their children’s school.
In many cases, the commute for a suburban dweller is 30 minutes or more. If they were to drive
back to the suburb to watch a play that their child is in, they will have consumed considerable time.
Conversely, urban dwellers can be a 10 minute walk, bus ride, or bike ride away. This affords them
the opportunity to more easily attend school functions and even have lunch with their children. The
goal of parent involvement is to “encourage shared responsibility of parent, child, and teacher to
promote academic success” (K-12 Education). To encourage parent involvement, the school can
include a location for parents to have lunch with their children and further opportunities for bringing
parents into the classroom.

Conclusion
All of these factors lead to the forming of a program for a successful urban school. The issues of
10

context, sustainability, space, safety, and community involvement are paramount and the school
design must incorporate and reflect all of these ideas. Taking this one step further, it must celebrate
these unique characteristics to set it apart from its suburban counterpart. People choose to live in
urban areas for a number of reasons. These characteristics are inclusive of many of these reasons
and provide the urban dweller with the school they expect in an urban area. A successful urban
school design will embrace these reasons and give urban residents a school and community to be
proud of.

11

03_The Project
Introduction
To accommodate urban architecture, community pride, conscious use of space, safety, sustainability, parent involvement, the school takes on a new role. It is now not only a facilitator for learning but also one for community pride and urban development. Promoting community pride as a
community center and urban development through the provision of a traditionally lacking civic
element, education, and safe and sustainable design are key to diverse population growth for a
thriving downtown.

Location
Nashville, TN is a prime location to test this thesis because of its planned population growth and
lack of an elementary school in its downtown. The relatively undeveloped area south of Nashville’s
downtown is an area of planned mixed-use development that would benefit from an elementary
school as a catalyst to this growth.

Program
In order for a school to be a cohesive part of an urban environment, it must be active from 6:00
a.m. to 10:00 p.m. The school program combined with a community center program would do just
that. However, it is not as simple as adding the two together. While bringing the two together the
safety and security of the students must be ensured while providing a welcoming and active community center for the community.

Principles
In trying to implement the proposed program, a set of guiding principles becomes apparent. These
principles are BOND, MOVE, CARE, and GROW. Each of these are key to the success of an urban
12

school. The first, BOND, focuses on education and advancement through interaction. The next,
MOVE, addresses designing spaces in support of physical activity and that add to the program
outside of the typical elementary school program. The third is CARE, promoting the education and
development of the children. The last, GROW, entails protecting the future through a safe and
sustainable design. Implementing these principles in a number of ways within the program of an
elementary school will lead to a flourishing school that will be a catalyst for urban development and
community pride.
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04_Site Analysis
Introduction
To test this idea, Nashville is a great location because of its desire to grow its downtown population and its opportunity for growth in its SoBro area. When looking at Nashville and considering
the economic, social, and sustainable impacts that families can have, public schools become an
important role in development. In the case of Nashville, and specifically SoBro, the demand for
a public elementary school, in terms of existing population, is not yet there. A debate exists as to
whether the school should precede or follow its demand. Two Tennessee cities have taken the prior
approach to attract residents to its downtown. Memphis has added its own Downtown Elementary
School and Chattanooga added two elementary schools, Battle Academy and Brown Academy. In
describing this phenomena, Christine Kreyling wrote in Planning magazine, “Some cities are writing an opposing scenario. They are building schools downtown, not to meet the demand of current
residents, but to attract a more diverse population than the usual downtown denizens - empty
nesters and 20-somethings” (Kreyling 2002). This is exactly the hope of the authors of The Plan of
Nashville for its SoBro area. The building of a school and public park is expected to bring residents
into Nashville and help to clean up a blighted neighborhood.
The SoBro neighborhood is one area in Nashville that will especially benefit from a new elementary school given its desire for residential development. This would align with The Plan of Nashville’s
principles, specifically the sixth: “Develop an economically viable downtown district as the heart of

Figure 5: Aerial View of Envisioned SoBro Neighborhood
Image Source: South of Broadway Strategic Master Plan
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the region.” The goals of this principle include “more, and more diversified, residential opportunities in downtown,” “public investment leveraged with private development,” and “a variety of uses
that support workers, residents, and visitors, e.g., schools, retail, after hours, and weekend activities” (Kreyling 2005).
This is an appropriate place to test this thesis as Nashville is making an effort to bring and keep
residents downtown because it knows the importance of residents to a downtown economy and
because it is currently without a public elementary school.

Planning SoBro
The SoBro neighborhood, named for its location south of Broadway, is a blighted area in the south
of Nashville’s downtown. This is an area that has received much planning attention but the goals
of this planning are not yet realized. The Plan for SoBro was created in 1997 in an effort to fight
the proposal of a high-speed corridor through it. The fight was won and the plan was furthered in
the 2005 publication of The Plan of Nashville. Most recently, Urban Design Associates provided an
updated master plan in its South of Broadway Strategic Master Plan in January 2013. The plan includes initiatives for SoBro’s streets, parks and open space, public art, transit, and parking though
the overall plan has been consistent. This was, and still is, to develop SoBro as largely residential
with the addition of a few civic elements for community identity.

The Site
The proposed site for a new elementary school is located on a one-block site just south of
Nashville’s new Music City Center. The surrounding streets are Lea Avenue to the north, Elm
Street to the south, 5th Avenue South to the west, and 4th Avenue South to the east. This is a
significant site because of its proximity to downtown and many civic amenities as well as the
proximity to the proposed residential development to the east and southeast. All of the streets
are very important in the current and future plans for Nashville. 4th Avenue South is the main
15

connector to the interstate going out of downtown. 5th Avenue South, called Avenue of the Arts,
is planned to extend from its current end to Lafayette Street passing by the site. Lastly, Lea
Avenue and Elm Street are each planned as complete streets including street trees and bike
lanes and act as key east–west connectors. All of this makes the site an important and heavily
trafficked area.

Figures 6 & 7: SoBro Site Map and Aerial View
Image Source: Map and Aerial by TomTom

Existing Civic Structures
Several civic structures exist in the area that can be a benefit to and benefit from an elementary
school. The diagram on the following page shows those within a 1/2-mile and 3/4-mile radius. The
proposed elementary school is shown in blue and marked “1”. The structures that surround are
(2) Nashville Children’s Theater, (3) and (4) Proposed Civic Building per Urban Design Associates’
South of Broadway Strategic Master Plan, (5) Adventure Science Center, (6) Music City Convention
Center, (7) Country Music Hall of Fame, (8) Proposed Thermal Plant Park, (9) Nashville Symphony,
(10) Bridgestone Arena, (11) Frist Center for the Visual Arts, (12) Hume-Fogg High School, (13)
Nashville Public Library, and (14) State Capitol. The most likely existing amenities to be used by
the school are the Nashville Children’s Theater, Nashville Public Library, Frist Center for the Visual
Arts, and Thermal Plant Park. The school can utilize the existing staff and resources at the library
16

and the art center to reduce the area and staff at the school itself. Each are a short walk or bus ride
from the building and can be incorporated into the student’s daily or weekly schedule.
In addition to these more regular uses, many of the civic amenities serve in the capacity of a
monthly or yearly trip. The State Capitol, Nashville Symphony, and Adventure Science Center
would be invaluable experiences for students and are much more readily available than they are

14

13

12

8

9
10
7

11
6

P

3

2

1

4

P

5

Figure 8: Existing and Proposed Civic Building Locations Near Downtown Nashville
Image Source: By Author
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in the suburbs.
Parking is also a critical civic element when considering an urban location. Parking for suburban
schools is dedicated solely to the school and lays dormant for a significant portion of the week
and year. Utilizing parking structures within a city is an important part of making schools viable.
Proposed parking structures exist at two locations near the site. The closest is one that takes up
the block to the southeast of the site. The other takes up a portion of a block to the northwest of
the site. Each of these could be utilized for the teachers and staff members of the school. They are
labeled with a “P” in the figure on the previous page.

Existing Elementary Schools
There are currently no elementary schools in downtown Nashville with the closest being (1) Buena
Vista Enhanced Option Elementary School. Five other schools near the site, shown by the blue dot,
are (2) Robert Churchwell Museum Magnet Elementary School, (3) Carter-Lawrence Elementary
Magnet School (Math & Science), (4) Park Avenue Elementary School, (5) Cockrill Elementary

Figure 9: Public Elementary School Locations Near Downtown Nashville
Resource: Map by TomTom
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School, and (6) Hattie Cotton Elementary School (STEM). These schools represent most of the
magnet schools in the Metropolitan Nashville Public School System and the Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Math (STEM) school that is part of the Race to the Top Program.

Existing Communities
The communities and their level of development are important to note. The Gulch is the most developed of the communities and is largely mixed use with several mid- to high-rise residential buildings. This area is considered as a “hip” area for the twenty-something crowd. Lafayette, Rutledge
Hill, and Rolling Mill are the areas that are trying to be promoted as residential areas. All are lacking in this development but are rich in potential.
The master plan provided by Urban Design Associates suggests how this area will develop. It assumes further high-rise residential development in the Gulch, mid- to high-rise residential and hospitality development around the Music City Convention Center, and predominately low- to mid-rise
residential in the remaining areas to the southeast of downtown with some mid- to high-rise residential fronting the Cumberland River. The dramatic change in density created by this proposed

Figures 10 & 11: Existing and Proposed Figure-Ground Drawings of SoBro
Image Source: By Author
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development as well as proposed rationalization to the street
grid are shown in the existing and proposed figure-ground
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drawings on the previous page.
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Figure 12: Site Analysis – Dimensions
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 13: Site Analysis – Slope
Image Source: By Author

cess. The other need of this area is civic and green space.
The area is sorely lacking of both and therefore fails to have
any real identity.
A public elementary school would address each of the major
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green presence as well as draw new residents to the area.
The Plan of Nashville suggests a site along 5th Avenue for a

Figure 14: Site Analysis – Sun
Image Source: By Author
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school with a green space. The site is near the new convention center and provides easy access to downtown.

Site Characteristics
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A thorough site analysis was conducted of the site with parSpring
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Figure 15: Site Analysis – Wind
Image Source: By Author

ticular emphasis given to site dimensions, slope, sun, wind,
and vehicular and alternative transportation.
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The site area is approximately 3.8 acres with significant
street frontage on all sides. Its longest, 4th Avenue South, is
575 feet. 5th Avenue South has a street frontage of 335 feet.
The east–west connectors, Lea Avenue and Elm Street,
have a frontage of 375 feet and 425 feet respectively. The
site slopes up from its northwest corner to its southeast corner. The elevation change is approximately 11 feet.
The sun and wind patterns of the site are largely unaffected

P

Figure 16: Site Analysis – Vehicular
Traffic
Image Source: By Author

B

by the buildings surrounding it. At the summer solstice the
sun rises at 5:30 a.m. and sets at 8:00 p.m. A the winter
solstice the sun rises at 6:55 a.m. and sets at 4:36 p.m. The
predominate winds come from the south. This is true especially in the spring and summer when cool breezes come
form this direction.

Figure 17: Site Analysis – Alternative
Transportation
Image Source: By Author

The last site characteristic investigated was traffic around
the site. Vehicular traffic is heaviest along the east side of
the site, 4th Avenue South. In addition to this being the heaviest traffic, it is also one-way traffic and the route of an existing bus line. The bus stop is located at the northeast corner
of the site. Other vehicular traffic is light to moderate and all
two-way. When investigating alternative transportation, the
east-west connectors become the prominent means of bicycle circulation. Pedestrian traffic would be heaviest on the
east side of the site because of parking and a significant portion of residential development happening to that direction.
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05_Program Analysis
Introduction
The program for a new urban elementary school is crucial to its success. It must be consistent with
a typical urban development, which is atypical of a suburban school. It is important to note that
this is not a program for a new kind of education, but instead a program for a new kind of school
that incorporates a community center and the advantages of inherent characteristics of the city.
As seen in the program comparison at the bottom of the page, the educational and administrative
programs of each are comparable, however many differences are evident and crucial to the success of the urban elementary school.

Land Use
The biggest difference between urban and suburban development is land use. This is necessary
for schools as well. The typical suburban elementary school in the surrounding area to Downtown

Site Area
3.8 Acres

Urban Farm
16,000 sf

Site Area
8 Acres

Admin - 5,000 sf

Education
28,000 sf

Admin - 5,000 sf

Education
30,000 sf

Common
34,750 sf
Common
15,000 sf

Urban Elementary School + Community Center Program

Typical Suburban Elementary School Program

Figures 18 & 19: Program Comparison Between Proposed Urban Elementary School and Typical Suburban Elementary School
Image Source: By Author
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Nashville is approximately 8 acres. This number is relatively low compared to newly built elementary schools. These typically range from 10–13 acres as a minimum. This land is largely allocated
to single-use athletic fields and designated for future expansion. Comparatively, the proposed site
is only 3.8 acres and utilizes the entire site as either built or usable green space. This is accomplished by utilizing existing civic structures, including parking, and green space, such as the green
space of the former thermal plant site.

Expanding the Common Program
As stated, the program is not about changing education but about adding the community to the
school program. This is done primarily through expanding the common program to be flexible for
both school and community use. This is also crucial to expanding the program to be commensurate with the typical urban program. As seen in the program diagrams on the following page, the
program of the common space is what extends the program past 3:00 p.m., through the weekend,
and through the summer. It is also key to increasing street activity.

Urban Farm
16,000 sf

Urban Farm

Admin.
5,000 sf

Admin
Level 3

Urban Farm
16,000 sf

Conference Room
325 sf

Other
Education

Education
28,000 sf

Classrooms
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Special Needs
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Level 2
Other
Common
Mezzanine
Entry Commons
Cafeteria
Media
Center

Common
34,750 sf

Fitness
Center

All Common Space
34,750 sf

Dance /
Gymnastics

Gymnasium
Level 1

Overall

by Level

by Type

Community Space

Figure 20: Program Analysis
Image Source: By Author
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As part of the expansion of the common program, it is important analyze the existing civic amenities to understand what the school can add to the community. In the case of Downtown Nashville, a
dance or gymnastics studio does not exist. This is particularly appropriate for an elementary school
because the effects of dance and gymnastics on the physical development of children. The studio
can be used as part of the academic program and be a key piece for community use.
In addition to the dance/gymnastics studio, other program elements that have been added are an
urban farm, a tiered seating “hangout space”, and a mezzanine for families to have lunch with their
children. Other common spaces include the cafeteria, gymnasium, and fitness center. The cafeteria doubles as an auditorium space with the mezzanine and the tiered seating “hangout space”
overlooking the stage adding to the seating capacity. The gym acts as space for physical education
as well as community activities such as sporting events or hosting a job or craft fair.

Engaging the Community
In an effort to be as efficient with land use as possible, the program is designed such that all of the
space is utilized as school program with many of those spaces being flexible to act as a community
center in off hours. There are several spaces in addition to the common spaces that can act as part
of the community center. These spaces include the Art/Music Room, Special Needs Classrooms,
the Conference Room, and the Urban Farm. When combined with the common space, approximately two-thirds of the total program acts in part as a community center.

Green Spaces
The program calls for four distinct types of green spaces. The first type is that which you might
expect of an elementary school, the playground and physical education space. The playgrounds
are situated in a courtyard with the inner playground being for younger children and the outer being for the older children and open to the community. The physical education space is smaller than
typical elementary schools but affords the opportunity for kids to run and play a variety of sports.
The second is the plaza area at the school’s entrance. This acts as a waiting area for kids who will
24
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Figure 21: Program Analysis – Daily
Image Source: By Author
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Image Source: By Author
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Figure 23: Program Analysis – Monthly
Image Source: By Author
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8a

be picked up by their parents or caregivers as well as a meeting and gathering area and bike storage. Lastly, it provides a large egress area for occupants to spill out onto when exiting the building.
This is particularly desirable at the end of the school day or after a large event is over. The third
type of green space is outdoor classrooms. These spaces are created by walking paths and retaining walls and happen near the building. The space provides an outdoor area where classes can
gather and even perform some experiments. The last green space is the urban farm. This space is
unique because of its being part of the building program and its use as a teaching tool. The farm
provides the opportunity for the community to grow their own food and for students and community
members alike to learn about urban farming and growing food in general.

Conclusion
This program offers all of the needs outlined in the chapters on the proposal and architectural implications. It makes efficient use of space by providing flexible spaces available for education and
community use. It has an active program that extends well beyond the bounds of the typical school
day. It is a compact site, in comparison to suburban school programs, that makes full use of all site
area. It offers spaces that encourage parent involvement in their child’s education. The program is
an integral part of the making of the urban school and must be contracted given the availability of
civic amenities and expanded to accommodate the needs of the community.
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06_SoBro Elementary School + Community Center
Introduction
SoBro Elementary School + Community Center is envisioned as a catalyst for growth in the SoBro
area. The school is designed for 400–450 students and to meet the characteristics of traditional
education but in an urban area. The school is sited to place all of the common spaces for the
community center along 4th Avenue South and the education spaces overlooking the open space
on the site. This separation is crucial to the promotion of safety within the school keeping the
community center program and education program isolated. Entry is controlled through a single
point of access, shown in the rendering on the following page, promoting safety and awareness
by all occupants. The green space on the site is utilized as open space for physical education,
playgrounds, and a plaza. A green roof adds more green space to the program as it is used for an
urban farm.

Figure 24: Axon Drawing of SoBro Elementary School + Community Center in Proposed Context
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 25: Rendering at Entry
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 26: First Floor Plan (See Space List on Page 31)
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 27: Rendering at Southwest Corner
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 28: Second Floor Plan (See Space List on Page 31)
Image Source: By Author
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BOND | MOVE | CARE | GROW
To clearly establish the goals of the urban school, spaces have been divided into four categories
that meet the initiatives of BOND | MOVE | CARE | GROW. These initiatives and the spaces that
promote them are described in the following chapters.

Figure 29: 4th Avenue Elevation
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 30: Third Floor Plan (See Space List on Page 31)
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 31: Rendering of West Facade
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 32: Section A–A
Image Source: By Author

Figure 33: Section B–B
Image Source: By Author

Figure 34: Section C–C
Image Source: By Author

Figure 35: Section D–D
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 36: BOND Diagram
Image Source: By Author

eteria, the tiered seating “hangout space” in the lobby, the
mezzanine overlooking the cafeteria, the space left over in
the education corridor from the shifting of the classrooms,
and the plaza along 4th Avenue South.

Cafeteria
The cafeteria is the largest and most flexible space supporting the BOND principle. The capacity when set up for lunch
is 350. This means that the school day would include two
lunch periods to accommodate the student body. In addition
to its function as a cafeteria, it is also a performance space.
The stage along the east wall is located so that chairs can
be set up within the cafeteria space to view a performance
by the students or community members. In addition to the
chairs, the tiered seating adjacent to the stairs and the mezzanine each have views of the stage. This allows for a capacity of approximately 775 for viewing the performance.
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Figure 37: Rendering at Plaza on 4th Avenue South
Image Source: By Author

“Hangout Space”
The “hangout space”, pictured at the top of the following page, acts to create a flexible space
whose primary use is for informal gathering. The space is intended as a meeting place that is
recognizable and convenient for all. It is intended that someone could say “I’ll meet you on the
stair.” and anyone in the community would know where they meant. The space can accommodate a large number of people and can be used for gathering to converse or sitting to read or do
homework. The space is quite dynamic as its secondary uses include seating for performances,
as previously mentioned, and expanding the cafeteria so that its capacity can accommodate the
entire student body and faculty for an assembly for the whole school.

Mezzanine
The mezzanine, much like the “hangout space”, has multiple uses. Its secondary uses are the
same, however, its primary use is quite different. This space is key to adding the element of parent
34

Figure 38: Rendering at “Hangout Space”
Image Source: By Author

Figure 39: Rendering at “Breakout” Area
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 40: Rendering of Cafeteria Set Up for Education
Image Source: By Author

Figure 41: Rendering of Cafeteria Set Up for Community
Image Source: By Author
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involvement. The seating area on the mezzanine allows for parents to be involved in their child’s
education by affording the opportunity to eat lunch with them or meet with them during the day.
Parent involvement is seen as an important element to successful education and is inherently
more feasible for urban areas than suburban areas because of the likely proximity to the parent’s
job. This is an idea that can be easily incorporated into the urban school to set it apart from its
suburban counterpart.

Education Corridor “Breakout” Areas
The “breakout” areas along the corridors on all three levels of the education wing create informal
areas that can be used for a number of purposes. The space is large enough to be used for an
entire class and, because it is located adjacent to two classrooms, it allows students in those two
classes a place to bond though they are not in the same class. The area is also a space that a
teacher can address a student one-on-one in a private manner for discipline or instruction. The
spaces are located adjacent to large areas of glass so that the space is flooded with natural light.

4th Avenue South Plaza
The plaza along 4th Avenue South is also an informal space for students and community to gather.
The space is adjacent to the queuing area along the street and is a great place for students to
wait to be picked up. Also, as an element of utility, it provides a wide pedestrian walk for occupants to exit out to before getting to the narrower sidewalk. This is especially useful for the end of
school days and when large events are over and large numbers of people are exiting the building
at the same time. The final role of this space is for convenient bike parking to promote alternative
transportation.
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08_MOVE
Introduction
MOVE, the second principle, addresses designing spaces in
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side of the typical elementary school program. These spac-

M

es are those that support the school as a community center
more than the others. These spaces include the gymnasium,
fitness center, dance/gymnastics studio, the courtyard green

Figure 42: MOVE Diagram
Image Source: By Author

space, and the “lawn” at the northwest portion of the site.

Gymnasium
The gymnasium is the largest programmatic element of the
school in terms of square footage and volume. Therefore,
its usage must be significant. Though the uses of the gymnasium are not unique, they are key to extending the program of the school. The gym would be utilized during the
day for physical education classes as it would in any school.
However, it would also be open prior to the school day for
a group of community members who get together to play
basketball at 6:30 a.m. It would also host basketball, volleyball, indoor soccer, and many other sporting groups in the
evening and on weekends. Finally, it would be able to host a
craft fair or job fair for the community. The gym space is likely
to be the most often used space by the community.
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Fitness Center
The fitness center is the only space within the school that is not intended for the students. Because
of the age of elementary students, they are not likely to lift weights or run on a treadmill. This
space is included solely for the benefit of the community but is an important piece and an oft-used
element of any community center. The fitness center is also used to isolate access to the locker
rooms. Because the students do not need locker rooms, access to them is given solely to the community members to prevent students from wandering into them.

Figure 43: Rendering at Dance/Gymnastics Studio
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 44: Rendering at “Lawn”
Image Source: By Author

Figure 45: Rendering at Playgrounds
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 46: Rendering of Gymnasium Set Up for Education
Image Source: By Author

Figure 47: Rendering of Gymnasium Set Up for Community
Image Source: By Author
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Dance/Gymnastics Studio
The dance/gymnastics studio is a unique element to a school but an appropriate one. The dance
and gymnastics are two common activities that are used to promote young children’s physical
development. This adds to the academic curriculum of the school and to the program of the community center. To accommodate this space, a viewing area and play area are located just outside
the studio so parents can watch their child participate in a dance or gymnastics class.

Courtyard Green Space
The courtyard space created from the “V”-shape of the education and common bars is used for
playgrounds. This was appropriate for a few reasons. First, it afforded the opportunity to isolate the
playgrounds for safety during the school day while still leaving them open enough to be inviting for
public use. Further, the elevation change within the space allowed for the creation of two levels of
security for the playgrounds as a separate playground is required for the smaller children. To add
to the safety of the playground for the younger children, it is located to the inner part of the courtyard and elevated three feet, as seen in the Section A–A in chapter six.

The “Lawn”
The final space for this principle is the large open space at the northwest portion of the site. This
space is used for physical education classes and as open space for the public. This space can be
used by the public evenings and weekends for soccer, frisbee, or relaxing with a picnic or a book.
In addition, the balcony over the service area on the northwest portion of the building overlooks the
flat area of the lawn creating an area for spectators.
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Figure 48: CARE Diagram
Image Source: By Author

The classroom spaces are designed to promote natural
lighting and to allow for a number of approaches to
instruction and learning. The latter is carried out by the
inclusion of built-in casework along the windows that can
store books and supplies but is also a seating area. This
allows the students to get out of their seat and have a
different experience during their day. This is also part of
the program of the outdoor classrooms. These spaces are
those that are created between the walking path and the
school on its west side. One of these areas, shown in the

Figure 49: Rendering at Lobby Showing
Visibility
Image Source: By Author

rendering on the following page, has a retaining wall that
acts as a seat and to isolate an area of lawn for a class to
gather or even perform some experiments.

Safety

Level 2

The idea of safety has been discussed as part of a number
of areas within the project and is the most significant issue
to be addressed when mixing the community into the school

Level 1
Figure 50 & 51: Safety Diagrams
Image Source: By Author
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Figure 52: Rendering at Classroom
Image Source: By Author

Figure 53: Rendering at Outdoor Classroom
Image Source: By Author
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program. The most significant strategy for safety was creating a single entry. The vestibule at the
northeast portion of the building is large enough to accommodate students and community members for the busiest times of day. The next design element that promotes safety within the school is
the separation of the education and common program into separate bars. This makes it clear that
students and teachers are allowed into the education wing and all others should go to the common
wing. To make sure that this happens, a registration desk is located within view as you enter adjacent to the stair. Second, the administrative area and media center, areas that are continuously
staffed during the school day, are located with a view of the circulation to the education corridor
providing additional “eyes on the street.” The final strategy is the inclusion of doors that close off
the education wing on each level to restrict access completely when necessary. These strategies
are highlighted in Figures 50 and 51.
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the urban farm, the “Great Streets” initiative on the east–
west connector streets, and the natural lighting strategy for
the classrooms.

Figure 54: GROW Diagram
Image Source: By Author

Urban Farm
The urban farm is a unique programmatic element to a
school but is very important for the initiatives of the school
and community center. This teaches students and community not only about growing their own food, but doing it in
a non-traditional environment. Combining the inherent susFigure 55: “Great Streets” Section
Image Source: South of Broadway
Strategic Master Plan

tainable characteristics of density in the city with the ability
to accommodate the agriculture that is limited to rural areas
is an extraordinarily sustainable idea.

“Great Streets”
“Great Streets” is an initiative within Nashville, and many
other cities, to promote safe, pedestrian friendly streets
and alternative transportation. The street section shown
to the right is consistent with the existing Korean Veterans
Figure 56: Natural Lighting Diagram
Image Source: By Author

Boulevard street section that has been implemented a few
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Figure 57: Rendering at Urban Farm
Image Source: By Author

blocks north as part of the development of the Music City Center. As a large civic project, the elementary school could be a catalyst for implementing these planned strategies.

Natural Lighting
Natural lighting is proven to be an important aspect of education. For this project, it became crucial
to implement a natural lighting strategy because the classrooms are west-facing. In order to bring
in daylight while protecting the room from the harsh low angle of the western sun a strategy of vertical fins and a light shelf was used. The vertical fins eliminate the direct sunlight until approximately
4:00 p.m. on the day of the summer solstice (the worst case scenario) while the light shelf bounces
daylight off of the ceiling to provide indirect natural light.
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11_Conclusion
Implementing the School + Community Center in Other Cities
This project was designed to be a guide or, to some extent, a prototype for implementing a School
+ Community Center in urban areas throughout the U.S. Because of the availability and uniqueness of urban land and variance in cultural, economic, and environmental characteristics, there
is no way this school design could simply be placed in Philadelphia, Charlotte, or Oklahoma City.
However, there are several transferable ideas. The three most important are careful analysis of
the site, implementing an 18 hour program, and the principles of BOND | MOVE | CARE | GROW.
The site analysis must incorporate properly siting the school in relation to existing civic amenities
and availability of alternative transportation. These are very important to reducing the size of the
site. Not needing parking lots and queuing lines because the faculty and families walk, ride bikes,
or use public transportation is very influential. This allows the school to be placed on smaller site or
to increase the availability of green space. Site selection is also very important because it should
align with other planning efforts of the city. The example in this project was implementing “Great
Streets” as part of the school design.
The program of the school is important for its social and economic impacts on the community.
Finding a unique programmatic element that will benefit the academic and community elements of
the program is important to setting the school apart. The dance/gymnastics studio was use in this
project because one does not exist in the SoBro area of Nashville and because it is influential on
the physical development of children. A dance/gymnastics studio is not going to be appropriate for
all cities. Analyzing the existing services and cultural desires of a community should lead to this
sort of a unique program piece. It could be related to art, music, science, or anything else that the
community might identify with. Further, this program piece could be implemented as a revenue
generator. This and the other community program pieces will lead to community pride and a building that is active evenings and weekends throughout the year.
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Lastly, the principles set forth in the project are important for any city. The direction that they
take will be different given the culture of the city it is implemented in but all will lead to successful
schools and better cities. BOND | MOVE | CARE | GROW bring community pride, vibrancy, stability, sustainability, and quality education to the city.

What’s Next?
Promoting the urban school as a community center is an important step to spreading the value of
the school to the entire urban population and, therefore, increasing the value seen by the residents
of the city and its leaders. This is a strategy that takes some faith on the part of a city’s government
because many of the benefits will be seen in the long-term.
What can be done to increase the value of the urban school and decrease the uncertainty that a
city government may have in its implementation? How can the school become a revenue generator? The next step in the development of this idea would be to incorporate revenue generating
elements into the school, or at least the school site. How could residential, office, or retail uses
be incorporated into a school design? These uses exacerbate the issue of safety but could be the
future of urban school design.

Closing Thoughts
Families can have a profound impact on stability and vibrancy of urban areas if quality public
education was provided to meet the needs of these families. Unfortunately, most cities do not see
enough value in schools, they only see expense. To see value in an urban school, it must meet
the needs of a larger population group than simply the families whose children are educated there.
Implementing a program that incorporates a community center, inviting in all community members
to share in the value of the school is, at a minimum, a step in the right direction.
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